
Children need adults to care for 
them. In the beginning, parents must 
do everything for them. But as they 
grow, adults need to teach them, and 
then let go so they can grow.

Allowing children to try, perhaps 
to fail, and then try again is one way to 
help them grow. Here are some others:

• Experiment a little. Much of  a 
child’s self-esteem comes from his 
belief  that a parent values his ideas 
and goals.

Allow your child to experiment—
with blocks, playthings, arts and crafts, 
items to be recycled—even if  it means 
making a mess every now and then.

Little fingers learn to manipulate 
items, turning whims into reality. 
What a great start for creativity and 
an I-can-do-it attitude!

•  Answer questions. Children 
who can do many tasks well usually 
understand the workings of  the tools 
they use. Someone has answered their 
questions along the way.

Be a parent who answers a child’s 
countless questions. Explain, explain, 
explain. If  he knows how the toilet 
works, for instance, he’ll be more likely 
to use it correctly.

• Let him try. As you work with 
your child on a task, stop and ask 
yourself, “Could he try this?” For in-
stance, as you wrap a gift for a friend’s 

party, allow your child to peel off  the 
price label, or hold the paper down 
as you tape.

Monitor yourself. Could your 
child be helping here instead of  just 
watching you do it?

• Don’t interfere. When your child 
is trying to plant a seed in the back 
yard and all appears to be a disaster, 
don’t take over the project.

More important than a perfectly 
planted seedß is the feeling of  ac-
complishment, of  having done a task 
on his own.

• Admit mistakes. When a parent 
admits his or her own failures, a child 
realizes that everyone struggles to do 
things correctly.

Adults know failure is a part of  
success. Teach your child to overcome 
frustrations by acknowledging set-
backs as you encounter them.

“Uh-oh. I put three cups of  sugar 
in this cake.” Now you have a chance 
to show calm in the face of  adver-
sity. Show him how you try to solve 
the problem by talking about your 
problem-solving technique: “Maybe 
I should just increase the recipe.”

While children mature at different 
rates, most are helped (or harmed!) by 
what parents do and say. By our very 
words and actions, we may encour-
age or discourage children to take on 
increasing responsibilities. o

Behavior

Teaching honesty
“Honesty is not inborn,” notes 

educator and author David Carroll.

“Unlike perseverance, say, or 
courage, which some youngsters 
display at amazingly early ages, the 
wish to treat other people fairly and 
squarely has to be taught,” he says.

Parents and other significant 
adults need to consistently shape their 
children’s understanding of  the three 
aspects of  honesty.

First, there is the honesty of  pos-
sessions—not taking what belongs to 
another person.

Second, there is honesty of  
words—learning to speak truthfully.

Third, there is the honesty of  
behavior—not cheating or victim-
izing others.

Thomas Jefferson so valued 
honesty that he declared: “Honesty 
is the first chapter of  the book of  
wisdom.”  o

Developmental

Raising responsible kids

May 2019 Vol. 35 No. 5



Recently I had an e-mail from a parent 
of  a 13-month-old, asking for advice 
on what to do when the child insisted 
on pulling off  her bib or swatting away 
the mother’s hand when she was feed-
ing her. The mother’s final sentence 
was: “It seems the attention I give to 
any of  these behaviors just causes her 
to want to do it more.” 

And therein lies the truth about a 
powerful tool that parents have to 
use: the fine art of  ignoring.

Before we get to the strategies of  
ignoring, first a word about young 
toddlers. The name of  the game for 
children at this age is autonomy and 
independence. When she “gets” the 
words, she will say, repeatedly, “Me 
do it!” That is the process being 
demonstrated here. 

Rather than thwart such attempts at 
independence, parents are far better 
to work with them, or at least do no 
more than redirect the child from the 
really annoying behaviors. So, the at-
tempts to pull off  the bib are best met 
with a change of  interest, something 
else to do or think about. 

The swatting of  the parental feeding 
hand will cease when the toddler is 
given her own spoon to try to ma-
nipulate during meal-time, the work 
at practicing manual dexterity will be 
far more absorbing. 

In addition, parents of  toddlers do 
well to remember that these young-
sters are one-track-mind scientists, 
deliberately experimenting to check 
out their effects on others, so that 
annoying behaviors are used as a tool 
to check out whether the parental 
response will always be the same. 

This makes happy co-existence chal-
lenging, but not impossible, especially 

when we consider the importance of  
targeted ignoring.

When children get a response to 
behaviors, desirable or not, those 
behaviors are reinforced and strength-
ened, increasing the likelihood of  the 
actions being repeated. 

If  the behaviors are annoying but not 
dangerous, a parent’s most helpful 
response is none at all, a deliberate 
ignoring of  the events. 

If  children are using the actions to 
get attention, they are getting none 
for those particular activities. If  they 
are using them to exert power and 
control over a parent, they discover 
that they can’t manipulate the parent 
into an exchange. 

And what with so many things to 
explore and so little time, actions that 
don’t receive the desired response, or 
even any response, will likely soon 
drop away.

Now ignoring means just that—-
no attention at all, either verbal or 
non-verbal. It means the adult fixes 
attention on something else entirely.
One caution: ignoring for just so long, 
and then breaking down and paying 
attention to the behavior works very 
hard against the parent’s goals: this is 
what psychologists call “intermittent 
reinforcement.” 

And unfortunately, that is the one 
sure-fire way to keep and strengthen 
behaviors. So, parents who are ignor-
ing need to be resolute and focused 
on their goals. 

Ignoring is only fair when used to 
target specific behaviors, and when 
the adult is careful to show positive 

attention to the times when children 
are behaving well, or doing desirable 
things. 

Ignoring the less desirable and paying 
attention to the desirable need to go 
hand in hand. 

One more inelegant phrase: don’t 
sweat the small stuff. Parents of  tod-
dlers will have many more important 
issues to deal with in the years to 
come. o

	

Grandma Says

The fine art of  ignoring

Language

Negative words
There are many unsavory words 

that attract the attention of  young 
children such as stupid, idiot, dummy 
and various “bathroom” words.

The first is because they have been 
told not to use them. The second is 
because they do not hear the words 
regularly used by their parents or 
caregivers.

It is easy to use a negative word 
when we feel discouraged or frustrat-
ed, but there are some good reasons 
to avoid this:

•  Insulting words make people 
feel bad; and the use of  unflattering 
words reflects a lack of  high standards 
and values.

For example, “That stupid, dumb 
door needs some oil,” could become, 
“That squeaky, noisy door needs 
some oil.”

Taking a few seconds to make 
statements that are as positive as we 
can make them has a positive effect 
on everyone—speakers and listeners 
alike. o
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Discipline is more than punish-
ment for misbehavior. It is the means 
by which we teach our children good 
conduct now and for the future.

Every mistake a child makes 
can become an opportunity for new 
learning. Here are four rules that can 
guide you:

• Accentuate the positive. Let 
your child know you appreciate her 
doing things that are important to you. 
For example, thank her for helping 
you keep the house neat by picking 
up her toys and clothes.

If  she forgets, gently remind her 
that it makes your work harder when 
you have to do all the work yourself. 
And ask for her help.

Compliment her when she takes 
responsibility for herself  in any way, 
even if  her efforts are awkward. 

Point out the times she does 
things the way you have told her. For 
example, thank her when she asks for 
something instead of  whining.

•  Minimize the negative. Pay 
more attention to the things your 
child does well than to her mistakes. 

Without thinking, we often take 
for granted those behaviors of  others 
that please us. Then we exaggerate 
out of  proportion the things that 
they do wrong.

This approach can backfire be-
cause children tend to repeat those 
behaviors that get the most attention.

For example, the more you ask 
her to stop an annoying habit such 
as playing with her food, the more 
she may do it.

Try ignoring it instead. Then when 
you notice her eating neatly, compli-

ment her. It won’t take long before 
you begin to see a change.

•  Explain your expectations. 
Let your child know what you expect 
of  her. Try to keep your expectations 
fair, reasonable and sensible. Explain 
them to her.

If  she knows what you expect of  
her, it will be easier for her to please 
you and avoid your disapproval. You 
will prevent unnecessary misunder-
standings and hurt feelings.

For example, explain that you ex-
pect her to be in bed by a time that is 
acceptable to you. Let her know that 
she can lie in bed quietly for a short 
time before going to sleep.

Offer to read or tell her a story. 
Or just talk with her during that time 
if  she wishes. But explain that you will 
not want to spend time with her if  
you have to remind her several times 
every night that it is time to go to bed.

Let her know what you can expect 
as well as what she can expect when 
she does not fulfill her part of  the 
bargain.

•  Be consistent. Decide what 
is important to you. Then try to be 

consistent in your expectations and 
responses.

For example, suppose you set a 
rule that you do not want her play-
ing on the living room sofa with her 
shoes on. 

Don’t let her do it one day when 
you are feeling good and yell at her 
the next because she’s getting on your 
nerves.

Try to remind her, gently but 
firmly, that you do not want her to 
do it. 

Ask her to leave the living room 
until she can do as you ask. Thank 
her when she remembers to take off  
her shoes.

It’s not always easy to behave to-
ward our children as we would want. 
Try to accept yourself  as you are, and 
do the best you can. No one can be 
kind, considerate, fair, patient and 
respectful all the time.

Be as understanding of  yourself  
as we have asked you to be of  your 
child. Just by trying you will succeed. 
And your child will learn from your 
example. o

Discipline

Rules that can work for you
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